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Language and Ethnicity 

ANGELA REVES 

Language and ethnicity research in education is motivated by several con
cerns. Some sociolinguists are chiefly interested in ethnic minority achieve
ment in the classroom, exploring the role of language in educational 
success and failure. Others are primarily concerned with ethnic dialects 
and ethnic minority languages, examining the role of schools in valuing 
and supporting linguistic varieties with minimal institutional legitimacy. 
Still others are mainly fascinated by youth interactional practices, using 
educational sites to witness the constant doing and undoing of ethnic 
groups and boundaries through language use. Oftentimes these various 
concerns overlap, providing complex accounts of how linguistic, ethnic 
and educational issues are elaborately intertwined. In this chapter, I dis
cuss definitions of ethnicity, sociolinguistic research methods in language 
and ethnicity, and language and ethnicity research by ethnic group and by 
educational site. I end with suggestions for future research as well as 
implications for language educators. 

D_efinitions of Ethnicity 

The concept of ethnicity can be quite vexing. What is frustrating about 
~!lJnicity and associated concepts (like race and culture) is that they refer 
tq ~p.othing, that is, no thing, making these terms essentially - and existen
ti<;l.lly - indefinable. Unlike words like 'apple' that more straightforwardly 
index obiects, ethnicity is something you just can't grab and bite into. This 

quality provides much variability in how ethnicity is under-
v alued and applied. Even though scientists generally agree that 

qiological evidence to support their importance, ethnicity and 
rac~>are . still commonly perceived as primordial and natural categories. 

rronotirc or nature - th<;l.tinsist on the significar 
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major role in how individuals experience and structure their social worlds, 
researchers need to pay particular attention to the ways in which ethnicity 
and race are defined and operationalized in institutional and everyday 
contexts, especially with regard to linguistic and educational practice. 

Since it has been established that ethnicity and race are socially con
structed and not biologically determined, what exactly does this 'social 
construction' involve? How do people understand ethnicity and race, and 
what do they do with these concepts? According to Waters (1990), people 
commonly associate ethnicity with distinctions based on national origin, 
language, religion, food and other cultural markers, and link race to dis
tinctions drawn from physical appearance, such as skin color, hair texture, 
eye shape and so on. Omi and Winant similarly argue that people con
struct race in reference to 'different types of human bodies' (Omi & Winant, 
1994: 55) . This mutual emphasis on perceptions of race as based on pheno
typic features, however, has been called into question. Bailey (2002), for 
example, reveals how Dominican Americans construct identities not on 
the basis of phenotype but on the basis of language. Although others may 
perceive them in racial terms (i.e. 'Black'), Dominican Americans construct 
their identities along ethnolinguistic lines (i.e. 'Spanish'). How mixed-race 
people are identified and identify themselves also disrupts the phenotype
based approach to racial classification (Bucholtz, 1995). As for ethnicity, 
the concept is more than 'muddy' (Omi & Winant, 1994: 14), being com
posed of equally muddy parts, such as culture, language, nation and so 
on. Understandings of ethnicity fall apart w hen confronted by groups 
that accrue complicated transnational identities, such as Puerto Ricans 
(Zentella, 1997), Japanese returnees (Kanno, 2003), 1.5 generation immi
grants who experience part of their formative years in one country and 
part in another country (Reyes, 2007), and many ethnic minorities who are 
often p ositioned as not fully part of either a 'heritage culture' or a 'host 
country' (Jo, 2001). 

It is not enough to say that these groups combine 'multiple' ethnicities 
or 'two' races, because such statements presuppose that ethnic and racial 
categories are discrete and pure units to begin with . Even in the most 
seemingly homogeneous and stable communities, concepts of eth.'Licity 
and race do not stand still. Rather, because of past and present mixing, 
meeting, moving and imagining across national and cultural boundaries, 
ethnicity and race are m ore aptly described as ongoing, dynamic pro
cesses. Efforts to define ethnicity and race by their content thus ultimately 
fail, r evealing instead how slippery and elusive these categories are. 
~ :< Hence;: several scholars are interested not in' the content of ethnic g roups 
bu:t~io;J:h~· C'onstructionofe:thnis: :boundaries._, "R, .. thi1ot:..o1 
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for it has its existence only in relation to other cultures bound w ithin 
specific political and economic systems' (Hewitt, 1986: 162). Much sociolin
guistic research examines the complex w ays in which boundaries between 
ethnic groups are locally constituted, revealing how ethnic identity is not a 
fixed property of individuals but a social achievement produced through 
interaction. Rampton (1995), for example, examines how ethnically diverse 
peer groups problematize the formation and maintenance of ethnicity. He 
argues that adolescents transgress ethnic boundaries by crossing into lan
guages associated with other ethnic groups, creating 'new ethnicities' 
(cf Hall, 1988; Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 1982), which are produced 
through emergent communities in contact and thus predicated on di..lfer
ence and diversity, not on primordial bonds. Other studies reveal how dif
ferent ethnic identities become established within what seems to be a single 
ethnic group: For example, Mendoza-Denton (1996) shows how Mexican 
American gang girls identify as either 'Surefias' (linked to the Spanish
dominant first generation) or 'Nortefias' (linked to the English-dominant 
second generation), and Kang (2004) reveals how Korean American camp 
counselors constitute themselves as either 'Korean' (linked to teaching cul
tural heritage) or 'Korean American'(linked to being a mentor). Studies 
such as these reveal how ethnicity cannot be defined by what it consists of; 
rather, ethnic identities shift across interactional contexts in relation to the 
local ideological divisions that are created between groups. 

Ethnicity concerns not just boundaries and mutability, but also power 
relations, group hierarchies and institutional structures. Who gets defined 
as 'ethnic', for example, becomes a question with great consequence for 
how national belonging is conceived and how racial hierarchies are repro
duced. Consider what gets included in 'multicultural day' at a school and 
under 'ethnic restaurants' in a phone book. Oftentimes dominant groups 
are excluded from these areas because of their unmarked, normative status 
against which minority groups are unequally positioned (Trechter & 
Bucholtz, 2001). Such ethnic designations assigned from outside the group 
are called 'ethnic categories', while designations established from within 
are called 'ethr,ic groups' (Jenkins, 1994). Political mobilization may moti
vate the acceptance of a label from the inside, turning an ethnic category 
into an ethnic group. For example, ' Asian American', a label that was once 
imposed and then embraced, became a powerful unifying force for Asian 
ethnic groups during the Civil Rights Movement in the United States. 

·Such pan-ethnicity, which is the merging of groups of different national 
origins into new large-scale groupings, w as created not on the basis of 
shared cultural ties but on collective social action against institutionalized 
inequality (Espiritu, 1992). Ethnicity, thus, achieves extraordinary political 
i r.nnA"f"bnr<>' nnFnnlv·:o~c .i+ can-.-be·deeplvrooted in variOUS institutiopsthat 
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Finally, I would like to emphasize that ethnicity is not universally 
understood. The very construction of ethni.city can vary across contexts 
and can have a multitude of meanings. To be 'black', for example, means 
something entirely different in the United States than it does in France 
(Tetreault, 2008), in Brazil (Roth-Gordon, 2007), and so on. Such variation 
occurs not only across large national scales: ethnicity can be conceptual
ized in different ways inside national borders as well as within the same 
community. Moreover, these conceptualiza tions can change over time or 
shift in a single interaction. Across and within contexts, ethnicity can also 
be intertwined with other aspects of identity or have little to no relevance 
altogether (Heath & McLaughlin, 1993). Researchers must ask why prior
ity should be given to ethnicity, lest they risk a view of 'ethnic absolutism' 
(Gilroy, 1987), which privileges a fairly static view of ethnicity as more 
crucial to one's identity than other social categories, such as class, gender, 
age, and so on. 

Methodological Approaches to the Study of Language 
and Ethnicity 

All of the complexity that surrounds the concept of ethnicity may easily 
overwhelm the researcher. A sociolinguistic approach to the study of eth
nicity is ideal for at least three reasons. First, since ethnicity is a social 
construct, this social construction must involve communication in some 
way, whether it is language or other semiotic means. Sociolinguists spe
cialize in the collection and analysis of such communication. Second, 
attending to the role of language in the constitution of ethnic group s and 
boundaries grounds the researcher in empirical data. Ethnicity becomes 
observable, allowing researchers to gain a rich understanding of how indi
viduals themselves understand and utilize ethnicity in their daily lives. 
Third, examining linguistic practices forces researchers to attend to ethnic
ity as accomplished through situationally bound p ractices. Sociolinguists 
can trace the intricacy of ethnic identity as it changes and shifts over time 
and across contexts, enabling fuller accounts of how ethnicity operates. 
There are different methodological approaches that sociolinguists employ 
in the study of ethnicity, and below I outline a few. 

Several scholars in the field of sociolinguistics approach the study of 
language and ethnicity with a distinctiveness-centered model. This model 
enables the classification of ethnic dialects, allowing researchers to describe 
in close detail the linguistic features of distinct speech varieties spoken by 
particular ethnic groups. T'ne distinctiveness-centered model has been 
adopted by sociofinguists w ho take a more quantitative,approach to,. the 
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approaches to describe Latino varieties in similar detail (e.g. Fought,2003). 
This work has been enormously important in revealing how ethnic variet
ies are indeed just as grammatical as other speech varieties, including 
standard varieties. This finding is particularly useful to language educa
tors. Research showing how AAE, for example, is a legitimate variety 
informs language debates in education, such as the Ebonies controversy 
(see below). Quantitative work is crucial for understanding how linguistic 
features are spread across large communities of speakers, and how a par
ticular ethnic dialect is systematic within and across speakers. However, a 
criticism of quantitative research is that it lacks rich, nuanced accounts of 
speaker repertoires as they are performed and understood across a wide 
range of contexts. Moreover, while this w ork has made an immense impact 
on how we understand language variation, ethnic groups who do not 
have a distinctive speech variety are largely ignored within this paradigm. 

Other research has shown that issues of language and ethnicity should 
be concerned not only with the distinctiveness of ethnic varieties, but also 
with the performance of multiple speech styles in the construction of eth
nicity. Taking a more qualitative, ethnographic approach, several sociolin
guists explore the ways in which speakers draw on features of ethnic 
dialects (whether real or imagined) in the production of identity. Much of 
this research emphasizes improvised aspects of language use, for example, 
codeswitching (Gumperz, 1982; see also Kamwangamalu, this volume), 
stylization (Coupland, 2001; see also Jaspers, this volume) and the use of 
linguistic features associated with an ethnic other, which can be found in 
studies on language crossing (Rampton, 1995) and mocking (Hill, 1995). 
Several researchers in this tradition gather data in educational settings 
since youth interactional practices are particularly rich sites for witnessing 
this type of language play (e.g. Bailey, 2002). Ethnographic approaches are 
also enormously important for exploring issues of language and ethnicity 
among ethnic groups that do not speak a distinct dialect or at least one that 
is widely recognized (Reyes & Lo, 2009). Some challenges faced by the eth
nographic approach include difficulty in describing speech patterns across 
large numbers of speakers and in producing generalizable findings. 

I wish not to present these two approaches as mutually exclusive or 
in opposition to one another. In fact, many ethnographers must rely on 
quantitative research when they examine the emergence and signifi
cance of linguistic features that get linked to ethnic groups. In addition, 
there have been many studies that combine b oth quantitative and 
qualitative approaches to p roduce rich, detailed accounts of language 
and ethnicity in particular communities of practice (e.g. Alim, 2004; 
Mendoza-Denton, 2008). 

Fi_nally,-thereis aJong tradition in sociolinguisti<; . res~arch· that·concen

Jang;ua~es;4a:ng;ucr~,e.:shi:fit.~4;m~~cB<3':fl§~s\1J:l.~ 

Language and Ethnicity 403 

1988). Much of this work is concerned with issues of multilingualism and 
efforts to revitalize endangered languages. Scholars typically conduct long
term ethnographic studies in an area of the world, document the ways in 
which two or more language varieties are used and perceived at home, 
community, institutional and societal levels and situate their research 
within broader frameworks of educational policy and language politics. 
Schools and classrooms are often key sites in these studies since issues of 
language teaching and learning are central to these investigations (e.g. 
Heller, 1999; Jaffe, 1999). 

Language and Ethnicity in the United States 

It is impossible to discuss in this chapter all of the ethnic groups that 
have been the subject of language and ethnicity research. Because of space 
limitations and because of my own area of expertise, I have thus chosen to 
focus this section on only a few groups in the United States. This section is 
also fur ther restricted to issues of language and ethnicity that involve the 
English language in some way, whether I am discussing ethnic dialects of 
English, issues of English language contact and shift in ethnic communities 
or the use of English language varieties in the production of ethnicity. 

I would like to emphasize that there is extremely valuable research 
going on outside of what I explore in this chapter that informs our under
standing of language and ethnicity in the United States and in other parts 
of the world. Some examples of international work that is focused on 
issues of language and ethnicity and the English language include research 
in New Zealand (e.g. Holmes, 1997), India (e.g. Kachru, 1983), South Africa 
(e.g. Mesthrie, 2002), Hong Kong (e.g. Lin, 1996), England (e.g. Hewitt, 
1986) and the Philippines (e.g. Bautista, 1997), to name just a mere few. 
Much - though certainly not all- cross-national research finds that speech 
varieties spoken by ethnic groups in less powerful positions are often stig
m atized while the speech varieties spoken by dominant ethnic groups are 
not. Dominant group varieties are often institutionalized as the unmarked, 
normative standard, while subordinate group varieties accrue a litany of 
negative evaluations, such as 'bad', 'lazy', 'uneducated' and 'corrupt', 
resulting in a type of iconicity (Gal & Irvine, 1995) that maps such evalua
tions of speech onto the people who use that speech. But multilingual situ
ations around the world can be quite complex and particular, revealing 
contexts where bilingualism may be more highly valued than a single lan
guage (e.g. Heller, 1999) and languages with limited institutional presence 
may gain,prestige (e·.g. '\Voolard, 1989). · 

In this section, ··r:ww provid~ ibrief overviews 
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(1981); for AlaskanAthabaskans, see Scallon and Scallon (1981). There are, 
of course, several other ethnic groups in the United States, all of which are 
worthy of discussion. Due to space limitations and the focus of this chap
ter, I apologize for the inevitable omissions. Since most research in lan
guage and ethnicity has focused on African Americans, I will spend a 
longer time discussing this work, including the Oakland Ebonies contro
versy, which has particular relevance to language educators. 

African Americans 

The speech practices of African slave descendents in the United States 
have received an enormous amount of attention from sociolinguists over 
the past half-century. Much of this research is focused on the description 
and analysis of the distinct ethnic variety that is linked to African 
American speakers. Over the years, this variety has been referred to by 
several names: for example, Black English Vernacular, African American 
Vernacular English, AAE, African American Language and Ebonies. 
Although each name emphasizes different ideological stances that emerged 
within particular social climates (e.g. 'black' versus 'African American'; 
'English' versus 'language'), many scholars see these terms as more or less 
synonymous. In this chapter, I follow Green (2002) and use 'African 
American English' (AAE) to emphasize that AAE is not limited to vernacu
lar forms, but comprises multiple styles that vary according to class, region, 
gender, age, situation, formality, and so on. 

Debates surrounding the origin and future of AAE have preoccupied 
many sociolinguists. Some researchers argue that AAE originated from a 
creole (e.g. Dillard, 1972) and they support this claim with evidence from 
other English-based creoles around the world, including Gullah, which is 
spoken on the Sea Islands off the coast of Georgia and South Carolina (see 
Siegel, this volume). Others contend that AAE derives from the dialects of 
English spoken by early British and other western European settlers in the 
United States (e.g. Poplack & Tagliamonte, 1989). Scholars have also been 
concerned \Vith whether AAE is converging with mainstream American 
English (MAE) and thus becoming m ore like MAE, or diverging from 
MAE and thus becorr1ing even more different (e.g. Labov & Harris, 1986). 

One of the most important things to know about AAE is that it is a sys
tematic variety with well-defined linguistic rules. Table 15.1 presents just 
a 'sample of AAE linguistic features, which have been extensively cata
logued inthe literature. Some ofthesefeatures are shared by other English 

but many researchers argue that they occur m ore frequently in 
all African Americans speak AAE, and not all 
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Table 15.1 Some linguistic features of African American English 

il Phonology and pronunciation AAE example I MAE gloss 

Sic'nplification of word-final 
consonant clusters 

I Lef I Left I - , 

. ID~ Desk 

I Realization of final ng as n in gerunds , Talkin 
· and participles I 

Talking 

Realization of voiceless th as t or f Tin Th in 

Baf Bath 

II Realization of voiced th as d or v ; Den Then 

Bruvver Brother 

Police Stress on first rather than second I Police 
II syllable 

II Sy~tax and grammar j 

I A~:~~~~5of third person present I He wal~ . . He I~alks' . !' 

1 I He don t smg 1 He aoesn t smg , 

It Use of invariant be to express habitual She be la te I She is usually late 
h aspect 1 

\!Absence of copula/ auxiliary is and [ She late 
'[I are for present tense states and 1 

1 actwns 

11 Use of done to emphasize the 1 She done did it 
I completed nature of an action i 

II Use
1 
of stressed BIN to express remote [He BIN married 

!; p.case l 

~~~Multiple negation o~ negative- -l He don't do 
1, concord i nothing 

Source: Adapted from Rickford (1996: 175- 176). 

She is late (today) 

She has already done it 

He has been married for a 
long time (and still is ) 

j He doesn't do anything 
I 

'I 1. 

class stratification among AAE speakers in Detroit, and Labov (1972) illus
trates how formality of context and familiarity with interlocutor influence 
the frequency of AAE features in the speech of African American boys in 
New York qty . . Fernales and middle-class speakers have largely been 

. . several scholars 
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grammatical system; instead, AAE is often negatively evaluated as 
'ignorant', 'wrong', 'improper', and so on. These attitudes em erge through 
institutions, such as schools, where the stakes are high for students who 
speak AAE. In the 1979 Ann Arbor, Michigan case known as the Black 
English Trial, 11 African American plaintiffs had been p laced in remedial 
special education classrooms based on evaluations that failed to take into 
account their linguistic heritage as speakers of AAE (Smitherman, 1981). 
The judge ruled that the negative attitudes of teachers toward the student 
vernacular constituted a barrier to equal educational opportunity. 
Although the judge ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, the main emphasis was 
on the need for better teacher training, while the practice of using speech 
pathology to classify AAE speakers as linguistically disabled remained 
unchallenged (Baugh, 1998). 

Less than two decades after the Black English Trial, the Oakland Ebonies 
resolutions propelled the speech practices of African Americans into the 
national spotlight. In response to the poor educational performance of its 
African American students, the school board of Oakland, California, 
passed a resolution on December 18, 1996, embracing the potential of 
Eb onies in the teaching of standard English to AAE speakers (Baugh, 
2000) . This resolution was controversial for several reasons. First, Ebonies 
(literally: black sounds), a term that was unfamiliar to most people, was 
framed as 'genetically based' and 'not a dialect of English' in the original 
wording. The resolution was revised less than a month later to remove 
any reference to genetics and to concede that it was indeed an English 
dialect. Second, the original wording was ambiguous about the precise 
role of Ebonies in the classroom. It was n ot clear whether students would 
learn standard English through Ebonies, or whether students would be 
taught in Ebonies or even taught Ebonies. The revised resolution clarified 
that Ebonies would be used in the classroom to 'move' or 'transition' stu
dents from Ebonies to standard English proficiency. Table 15.2 compares 
two excerpts from the origir1al and amended resolutions, which reveal 
these changes. 

The Oakland Ebonies case has several educational implications for stu
dents who speak AAE. Particularly since the resolution legitimized the 
role of Ebonies in the classroom, it opened up new opportunities for edu
cators to incorporate AAE in the teaching of standard English. One 
approach, Contrastive Analysis, is considered bidialectal since it focuses 
on particular points of contrast between the two varieties. Contrasting 
AAE and standard English in both directions - from AAE to standard 
English and from standard English to AAE -is crucial, since moving only 
from AAE to standard English suggests an unequal status between lan
guages (Rickford & Rickford, 2000). While drills can ,,;,t--hr l-.ortYrno 
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Table 15.2 Excerpts from the Oakland Ebonies resolutions 

December 18, 1996 January 15, 1997 

WHEREAS, these studies have also WHEREAS, these studies have also 
demonstrated that African Language demonstrated that African Language 
Systems are genetically based and not a Systems have origins in West and 
dialect of English; and Niger-Congo languages and are not 

merely dialects of English; and 

I WHEREAS, the standardized tests and WHEREAS, the standardized tests and 1l 
•I 

1 grade scores of African-American 
students in reading and language 
arts skills measuring their 
application of English skills are 
substantially below state and 
national no;ms and that such 
deficiencies will be remedied by 
application of a program featu;ing 
African Language Systems 
principles in instructing African
American children both in their primary 
language and in English; and 

grade scores of African-American 11 

students in reading and language 
arts skills measuring their 
application of English skills are 
substantiallv below state and 
national no~ms and that such 
deficiencies will be remedied by 
application of a program featuring 
African Language Systems 
principles to move students from the 
language patterns they bring to school 
to English proficiency; and 

Source: Adapted from Rickford and Rickford (2000: 166-169). 

several other creative teaching strategies that involve puppet shows, role
playing, theater and the creation of bilingual dictionaries, to name just a 
few. Rickford (1999) notes that several classroom studies have shown that 
AAE speakers acquire standard English proficiency more successfully 
when AAE is integrated in its learning; in fact, some studies have found 
that if AAE is not incorporated, the presence of AAE features increases in 
acad emic tasks where standard English is preferred (Taylor, 1989). Yet if 
teachers, administrators, students and parents do not recognize and value 
AAE as a legitimate variety, such negative attitudes may be the main bar
rier to its efficacy in the classroom. Rickford (1999) urges educators to pro
ceed from the position that AAE speakers come to school having already 
mastered a linguistic system and are now learning to master another. 

Latinos 

Although the majority of language and ethnicity research in the United 
States has focused on African Americans, Latinos have also attracted a 
great deal of attention from sociolinguists. Much research on Mexican 
Americans (e.g. Mendoza-Denton, 2008), Puerto Rican Americans (e.g. 
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', £ilnguage, Spanish and English are commonly perceived as separate lan-
';;guages. There are several varieties of Spanish, however, and the tensions 
and hierarchies created among them can be quite fierce (Zentella, 2004). 
Because the use of Spanish and English varieties often plays important 
roles in the construction of ethnicity within Latino communities, research 
in this area is often centered on issues of bilingualism and codeswitching, 
which is the alternation between two (or more) language varieties in inter
action (see Kamwangamalu, this volume). Certainly not all Latinos speak 
Spanish: while immigrant and second generation Latinos are often bilin
gual, it is not uncommon to find monolingual English-speaking Latinos in 
third and later generations (Fought, 2003) . Whether Latinos speak Spanish 
or not, there are also other available resources for constructing ethnic 
identity, including Latino English varieties, such as Chicano English, and 
other ethnic varieties, including AAE. 

Attitudes toward Spanish, bilingualism, codeswitching and Latino 
English varieties can be quite complex among Latino groups. While many 
Latinos view speaking Spanish as important - if not essential - to Latino 
ethnicity (Zentella, 1997), there are others who feel conflicted about the 
role of Spanish in their lives. This is not surprising given the overall nega
tive attitudes toward Spanish and Spanish speakers in the United States. 
In the face of institutionalized discrimination ranging from mass media 
discourses that associate Spanish with being poor and uneducated to 
educational policies like Proposition 227, which essentially dismantled 
bilingual education in California in 1998, Latinos can hardly be blamed for 
shifting to English. Codeswitching between Spanish and English (often 
referred to as 'Spanglish') is still common among bilingual Latinos; and 
while embraced by Latino youth in particular, there is also a keen aware
ness that codeswitching is negatively viewed in institutions, such as 
schools (Urciuoli, 1996). The use of Latino English varieties also becomes 
important in the construction of ethnic identity for both bilingual and 
monolingual English-speaking Latinos. Chicano English, the m ost exten
sively studied Latino English variety, is spoken primarily by Mexican 
Americans in the Southwest (Fought, 2003). It initially emerged from lan
guage contact between Spanish and English varieties, but is now an ethnic 
dialect of English since it is learned as a native language (cf. pidgins and 
<Creoles, Siegel, this volume) . Because Chicano English features can sound 
Spanish, Chicano English speakers are often mistaken! y viewed as Spanish 
-speakers who are learning English, even if they are monolingual English 
speakers(Fought, -• 2006) . 
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speak distinct languages, although the numbers of Native American 
languages and their speakers are rapidly decreasing. Currently, the Native 
American languages with the most speakers are Navajo (approximately 
130,000 speakers in Utah, Arizona, Colorado and New Mexico) followed 
far behind by Cherokee (approximately 14,000 speakers in North Carolina 
and Oklahoma) and other languages with around 10,000 speakers, includ
ing Lakhota, Apache, Pima and Tohono O'odham (Yamamoto & Zepeda, 
2004). Before Europeans arrived on the shores of North America, there 
were an estimated 400-600 Native American languages that could be 
grouped into 62 language families (Goddard, 1996). In 1997, there were 
approximately 175 Native American languages being spoken in the United 
States; however, only about 20 of these were being learned by children 
(Krauss, 1998) . This means that an alarming 155 of the remaining 175 lan
guages are rapidly vanishing since they have no native speakers in the 
next generation. Over the past few decades, there have been efforts to 
revitalize these endangered languages, such as the creation of the Native 
American Languages Act in the early 1990s, which recognizes the impor
tance of Native American languages and authorizes funds for language 
revitalization efforts. Several scholars, including Leanne Hinton, Ofelia 
Zepeda and Teresa McCarty, have also spearheaded community efforts 
to document languages, train teachers and develop materials. In addi
tion, to meet the educational needs of Native American children, the 
Indian Education Act of 1972, which is an amendment of the Bilingual 
Education Act of 1968, provides funds for programs serving Native 
American communities. 

The historical oppression that Native Americans have endured through 
institutions like boarding schools led to the loss of tribal languages and to 
the emergence of distinctive linguistic features of Native American English. 
Leap (1993) explores the contours of this ethnic variety of English and the 
conditions that produced English fluency among Native Americans. 
Focusing on the off-reservation boarding schools, which were designed to 
'civilize' Native American children away from their families, Leap exam
ines how the sole use of English was highly regulated and brutally enforced. 
Speaking a Native American language was punishable through mouth
washing with soap, solitary confinement and whippings. Under such 
severe conditions, it is not surprising that students often acquired English, 
yet not necessarily at the expense of their tribal languages: students were 
known to devise covert opportunities to speak Native American languages 
in school spaces. Analyzing samples of student writing, Leap and others 
found,that the,English tha't Native American children were using shared 
features' thatmadeit:distinct'from the,Emdish-thev:werelearnine:. at school. 



41:0 Part 5: Language and Identity 

explained simply with reference to pidgin or creole features. Instead, he 
suggests that students were creating this ethnic variety from a range of 
linguistic and cultural skills, such as knowledge about language learned 
from teachers, from peers and from their ancestral languages. 

Asian Americans 

As with Native Americans, there is no single heritage language shared 
by Asian Americans, which include groups with origins as diverse as East 
Asia (e.g. China, Japan), South Asia (e.g. India and Sri Lanka) and Southeast 
Asia (e.g. Vietnam and Laos) . But without a distinct ethnic dialect of 
English -like those found among African Americans, Latinos and Native 
Americans - Asian Americans remain one of the least studied ethnic 
groups in sociolinguistics (Reyes & Lo, 2004). Unlike Native Americans, 
who are indigenous to the Americas, and African Americans, who were 
forced into enslavement, Asian Americans -like Latinos - are often per
ceived as voluntary immigrants to the United States, although their histo
ries are much more complex. From the first major influx of Chinese 
immigrants during the California gold rush in the mid-1800s to the latest 
waves of Southeast Asian refugees after the fall of Saigon i_n 1975, Asian 
Americans span a wide range of minority experiences even though three 
prevailing stereotypes suggest otherwise. According to the model minor
ity stereotype (Lee, 1996), Asian Americans are mainstream American 
English speakers who assimilate smoothly into the white middle class. 
According to the forever foreigner stereotype (Tuan, 1998), Asian 
Americans are eternally perceived as newcomers who speak English with 
foreign accents. According to the p roblem minority stereotype (Reyes, 
2007), Asian Americans - particularly Southeast Asian refugee youth - are 
seen as poor, urban minorities who participate in delinquent behavior, 
including the speaking of nonstandard dialects, such as AAE. The percep
tion of Asian Americans as a homogeneous group motivates the willy
nilly application of these contradictory stereotypes, thus denying the 
complexity of Asian American lived experience and linguistic behavior. 

Since efforts to identify an Asian American English have generally been 
inconclusive (Hanna, 1997; Mendoza-Denton & Iwai, 1993; Sp encer, 1950), 
m ost sociolinguistic research on Asian Americans focuses on issues of 
English language learning and heritage language maintenance, although 
more recent scholarship explores the ways in which English is the main 
medium through which ethnic identity is produced. In studies on English 

rese'archers explore how Asian 
>th~: EF1glisb:A'l' ·a' · second language (ESL) classroomand 
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opportunities due to the lack of educational services in Chinese. Research 
on heritage language programs, often called 'Saturday schools', has shown 
how the learning of a heritage language becomes intimately tied to a sense 
of ethnic heritage and the creation of hybrid ethnic identities (e.g. He & 
Xiao, 2008). Finally, research on the production of Asian American ethnic
ity through the use of English varieties poses an important challenge to the 
distinctiveness-centered sociolinguistic paradigm in language and ethnic
ity research. Even though they lack an ethnically distinct variety of English, 
Asian Americans can establish complex ethnic identities through the use of 
English, including nonstandard varieties such as AAE (e.g. Chun, 2001). 

European Americans 

Although the majority of language and ethnicity research is centered on 
ethnic minorities, sociolinguists are increasingly examining the language 
practices of European Americans and the linguistic construction of white
ness. As with African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans and Asian 
Americans, the ethnic identities of European Americans are also socially 
constructed. Consider, for example, how Italian and Irish immigrants in 
the early 20th century were once viewed as different racial groups and 
only over time have they both become perceived as 'white'. While studies 
have observed European American speech patterns in certain geographic 
regions and across particular socioeconomic backgrounds (e.g. Eckert, 
2000), sociolinguists tend to be less interested in whether European 
Americans have a distinct dialect and more interested in how whiteness is 
ideologically constructed. Trechter and Bucholtz (2001) argue that white
ness maintains its power through its absence: it is through its unmarked 
status that whiteness becomes perceived as normative and other groups 
become relationally positioned as marginal and inferior. Hill (1999) illus
trates this point with Mock Spanish, which is the use of Spanish words 
and phrases, such as macho or hasta la vista, by European Americans. She 
argues that in the construction of white public space, the Spanish spoken 
by Latinos is highly monitored while the Spanish performed by whites 
remains invisible as well as ideologically potent: Mock Spanish not only 
indexes desirable qualities for white users, but also reproduces negative 
racializing stereotypes of Latinos. 

Several studies explore how whiteness becomes unhinged from its 
unmarked status through the construction of whiteness by both European 
Americans and non-European Americans. Studies have shown that white
ness ... becomes· l inked· t o l inguistic ·factors, •. such . a.s speakiL'lg ···standard 
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on European Americans finds that white identities can be produced 
regardless of the language variety being spoken. Whether using hyper
standard English in the production of a white 'nerd' identity (Bucholtz, 
2001) or AAE in the making of white masculinity (Kiesling, 2001), white
ness in both cases becomes visible as it is constructed in relation to racial 
ideologies that link standard English to whites and nonstandard English 
to nonwhites. Research on non-European Americans ranges from elicita
tion studies, such as asking African Americans to imitate whites (Preston, 
1992), to more spontaneous enactments, such as Native American 'white
man' jokes (Basso, 1979) or performances of white characters by African
American drag queens (Barrett, 1999) and stand-up comedians (Rahman, 
2007). These studies reveal how whiteness is constructed and understood 
by minority groups, and how racial ideologies and hierarchies can be 
reproduced and challenged through interaction. 

language and Ethnicity in Education 

Now that basic overviews of a few ethnic groups in the United States 
have been discussed, I will turn to an exploration of issues of language 
and ethnicity in educational contexts. There are three main models in lan
guage and ethnicity research in education : deficit, difference and emer
gence. Some early work drew on a deficit model, claiming that ethnic 
minorities experienced chronic school failure because they were cogni
tively deficient and culturally deprived. These claims were completely 
discredited when studies drawing on a difference model explained how 
ethnic minorities are not deficient, but socialized into different sets of cul
tural norms that are not recognized or legitimized by mainstream schools. 
Other work draws on an emergence model, describing how ethnic groups 
and educational institutions do not possess static characteristics as much 
as they are in constant negotiation with one another in particular school 
contexts. This section will focus on classic studies that draw on difference 
models and more recent research that draws on emergence models. I will 

.not review studies that fall into a deficit model since this work has been 
invalidated, although it is a model that unfortunately is still found in 

. publicdiscourse. 

Difference model 
Two pioneering studies on language and ethnicity in the classroom by 

'SusaniPhilips '(1983) .and Shirley Brice Heath (1983) argue that minority 
from a mismatchinspeechnorms. Usin2: the 
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In her ethnography of the Warm Springs Indian reservation in Oregon 
from 1968 to 1973, Philips finds that verbal participation among Native 
American and Anglo children varies profoundly in the classroom. She 
argues that the Native American children have difficulties at school 
because the 'participant structures' in the classroom are different from 
those il1 their community. These participant structures include whole class, 
small group and one-to-one interactions. In small groups with classmates 
and in individual interactions with the teacher, the Native American chil
dren participate more actively because these two participant structures 
more closely resemble those in the community. In whole class activities, 
however, the ways in which Native American children structure attention 
in terms of eye gaze, turns at talk, and so on, lead to misunderstandings 
and negative evaluations by the teacher (see also Rymes, this volume). 

Drawing from research in the Piedmont Carolinas from 1969 to 1978, 
Heath provides an ethnographic account of language socialization in 
Trackton, a black working class community, and Roadville, a white work
ing class community. She finds that children from Trackton and Roadville 
are socialized into speech norms that are distinct not only from each other, 
but also from the nearby mainstream community. The mainstream chil
dren benefit from having their speech styles valued in the classroom, while 
the working class children are continually failed by school. For example, 
the African American children of Trackton are not socialized into answer
ing known-information questions (e.g. 'what color is this?' when asked by 
someone who can clearly see the color). This interactional routine is a pre
ferred and pervasive one in the classroom as well as in the communities of 
mainstream children. When Trackton children do not partake in these 
questioning routines, teachers interpret their nonparticipation as resis
tance or ignorance. 

These two studies illustrate how being socialized into different speech 
norms can result in the marginalization of ethnic minority children at 
school. Rather than promoting a view of ethnic minorities as deficient, 
Philips and Heath argue that the interactional conventions of each com
munity are just as systematic and coherent as those of the dominant 
group. These studies reveal how ethnic majority groups establish and 
main tam power by havmg their speech norms legitimized in institutional 
settings, such as classrooms. Mainstream practices become accepted as 
'normal', 'proper' and 'standard'. Meanwhile, ethnic minority norms 
become misunderstood or negatively evaluated. Although educational 
institutions tend npf,to effectively accommodate ethnic minority groups, 
some studies ·havg·doc1Ullentedschoqbeff()rts:to incorpofa 
speech norms -into ;c1a'SS:J'Q()nV;prac;.l;iqe; :s:ucl:l.• as :tll;I}I:ia,W:ai~a.ri\ai·Ksrurv" rr 
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Emergence model 

There is educational research that departs from the difference model to 
embrace a more emergent account of language and ethnicity. This work 
emphasizes how the link between language and ethnicity is quite dynamic: 
that speakers are not confined to a set of inherited speech norms, but may 
draw instead from wide repertoires and various interactional strategies in 
the performance of ethnic identity (see Kasper & Omori, this volume, on 
emergent cultural identities). While these studies recognize that socializa
tion greatly influences interactional behavior, they also criticize the differ
ence model for overemphasizing its role and for risking a view of cultural 
determinism (Erickson & Shultz, 1982; McDermott & Gospodinoff, 1981; 
Rampton, 1995). Much of this work, in fact, sees difference based on eth
nicity as secondary to difference based on political relations between 
groups. I will discuss some key studies that take an emergent account by 
focusing on site: mainstream education and language education. 

Mainstream education 
There are several studies that effectively illustrate how the identities of 

ethnic minorities are not simply brought to school, but emergent through 
classroom practice. In her study of Latino primary school children in 
classroom writing workshops, Orellana (1999) stresses the inventiveness 
of social identities through written literacy practices. Although all of the 
students have dark hair and dark eyes, they strongly identify with the 
blond-haired, blue-eyed characters that they invent in their stories. While 
the creation of such Anglo images by Latino children may be interpreted 
as compliant with dominant racial discourses, Orellana argues that these 
drawings are more likely forms of resistance, allowing students to chal
lenge stereotypes about what Latinos should look like. Drawing from 
data in a ninth grade classroom in a public high school, Wortham (2006) 
focuses on the emergent identities of two African American students: 
Tyisha and Maurice. Considering curricular themes, ideologies of race 
and gender and the local models of personhood available to students 
(most notably 'promising girls' and 'unpromising boys'), Wortham closely 
analyzes classroom interaction across time to trace how student identities 
develop and shift in unexpected ways. Tyisha, for example, comes to be 
socially identified in wildly distinct w ays despite the fact that she p er
forms a relatively stable identity throughout the academic year: as an 
outspoken student, expressing and defending her opinions. Tyisha moves 
from promising to problematic, as more students begin speaking out in 
class . She then moves from a disruptive outcast to a legitimate dissenter, 
as curricular themes about individual sacrifice and then reasoned resis
tance come forth, thus enabling her to inhabitrecognizable mo.dels<of 
personhood that are introduced"in 
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and ethnicity. Instead, various identities may become possible in and 
through the classroom. 

There are also several studies that examine the manipulation of ethni
cally defined speech norms in the strategic display of identity. When ethnic 
minorities view access to m ainstream success through the adoption of 
mainstream conventions as an illusion, they may maintain even more 
strict adherence to group-defining norms. For example, Foley (1996) finds 
that Native American high school students will actively apply the 'silent 
Indian' stereotype to themselves in order to avoid being bothered by their 
teachers in the classroom. This enactment of nonparticipation is a result 
not so much of being socialized into silence in the community, but of 
knowing that this is a stereotype that circulates and can be inhabited to 
achieve a particular interactional effect. Fordham (1999) documents two 
linguistic strategies among African American high school students: 'gue
rilla warfare' or the strict adherence to the use of AAE in all contexts 
including the classroom; and 'leasing the standard' in educational con
texts while 'retaining ownership of Ebonies' in others. Speaking standard 
English often elicits accusations of 'acting white', a notion that is tied to 
hegemony because the students may be seen as agents in their own oppres
sion. Despite these negative evaluations, this style of 'accommodation 
without assimilation' (Gibson, 1988) becomes a prevalent strategy for the 
high-achieving African American students in her study. 

Finally, work on language crossing in educational contexts is also con
cerned with the manipulation of multiple ethnic varieties in the produc
tion of ethnic identity. This line of research concerns itself with the politics 
and elasticity of ethnic group boundaries when speakers use language 
varieties associated with an ethnic other. In his groundbreaking study of 
multiethnic peer group interaction at an urban middle school in England, 
Rampton (1995) discusses the out-group use ofPanjabi, Creole and Stylized 
Asian English by Afro-Caribbean, Anglo and Panjabi youth. Language 
crossing emerges as a multi-vocalic practice with different social mean
ings depending on the speaker and the language. For example, Panjabi 
youth cross into Creole, >vhich is spoken pri.'1larily by Afro-Caribbean 
immigrants in England, because it stands for an excitement in youth cul
hne. Rampton argues that Creole crossing is an example of self/voice 
entanglement. This interlacing ofspeakers (Panjabi youth) with what they 
sp oke (Creole) signals favorable e valuations. of Creole and reflects posi-

. tively ·on Panjabiyouth.iLn. her ethnographic study of a multiracialcu.rban 
'inCalifornia, -.Bucholtz·.(l-999)documents 'similartypes· oflan~ 
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dimensions when youth transgress ethnic boundaries in the construction 
of identities that defy fixed notions of language and ethnicity. 

Language education 
Language classrooms are perhaps obvious sites where questions of 

language and ethnicity become central. Unlike mainstream classrooms in 
which adherence to mainstream norms is often expected, language 
classrooms often assume - if not insist - that ethnicity play a role in the 
teaching and learning of language. Leung et al. challenge such assump
tions about ethnicity in the field of Teaching English to Speakers of Other 
Languages (TESOL) through their critique of the 'idealized native speaker'. 
Particularly in multiethnic urban areas, they question the blanket assump
tion that ethnic groups simply inherit language traditions: 

a significant number of ethnic minority adolescent pupils demonstrate 
a weak sense of affiliation to their supposed home/ community 
L1 . .. In addition, other ethnic minorities may claim affiliation to lin
guistic varieties that are supposed to be part of the natural inheritance 
of other ethnic groups ... At the same time a similar tendency is also 
visible among ethnic majority pupils ... And there is evidence that 
some White pupils have a weak affiliation with standard English and 
use nonstandard forms by choice. (Leung et al., 1997: 557) 

Reviewing studies that similarly embrace how ethnicity is produced 
rather than given, this section covers language and ethnicity research in a 
variety of language education settings, including second language, foreign 
language, heritage language, bilingual and dual-language classrooms. 

Much research examines the complex emergence of ethnic minority 
identities in contexts of language education. Drawing from a four-year 
ethnographic study of a Spanish-English bilingual high school in New 
York City, Bartlett (2007) examines how the identity of a Dominican immi
grant girl, Maria, shifts over time. Bartlett argues that Maria is able to 
escape the limits of the student with interrupted formal education (SIFE) 
label and inhabit a 'good student' identity, partly because the local model 
of success grants high status to Spanish language and literacy. In their 
two-year ethnographic study of ESL students in a junior high school in 
California, McKay and Wong (1996) use the concept of investment to 
explore how four Chinese-speaking immigrant youth invest in the target 
language as well as in their social identities. McKay and Wong examine 
how the students adopt various strategies - such as resistance, accommo
dation and inhabiting the 'quiet Asian' stereotype - to deal with the asym
metrical power relations within w hich they are unfavorably-positioned. In 
their ·study- of -a Spanish-English dual-language oroe::ram 
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among three second grade girls . One girl, Jessica, who comes from a 
Spanish-dominant home, shifts the ethnic labels she uses to refer to her
self: Blanco (white), Mexicana (Mexican), Nada (nothing) and Mexicana
Americana (Mexican American). Gonzalez and Arnot-Hopffer discuss 
these changing terms of ethnic self-reference in light of English language 
hegemony and shifting language ideologies: in kindergarten, Jessica 
rejects Spanish, but by second grade, she embraces it as mi idioma (my 
language). Studies on codeswitching in contexts of language education 
also shed light on emergent identities in response to linguistic hegemony. 
This work reveals ethnic minority responses to the symbolic domination 
of a language, such as English (Lin, 1996) or a prestigious variety of French 
(Heller, 1999). 

In heritage language learning contexts where the teacher and students 
seem to share a common ethnic background, several studies examine how 
ethnic identities form as language authority in the classroom emerges. In 
her study of a Korean heritage language program in California, Lo (2004) 
finds that divisions of ethnic identity among students emerge through 
shifting epistemic stances of moral evaluation by the teacher. For students 
who conform to the cultural expectations of a good Korean student, the 
teacher p ortrays her access to their thoughts and feelings as more distant 
and uncertain. For students who do not conform to these expectations, the 
teacher represents their emotions as self-evident displays of affect. These 
different authoritative stances produce distinct Korean models of student 
identification. In a Chinese heritage language classroom, He (2004) exam
ines the emergence of authority around the choice of scripts: jiantizi, the 
simplified official script used in mainland China, and Jantizi, the tradi
tional script normally used in Taiwan and elsewhere. In teacher-student 
interaction about which script to use in the classroom, He finds that the 
expert-novice relationship shifts as teacher authority is not always pre
supposed to the same degree nor is it always accepted by the students. In 
her study of Korean American heritage language learners in a university 
Korean foreign language classroom, Jo (2001) examines the tension 
between student knowledge of informal Korean and teacher expectations 
of standard Korean. The informal linguistic variations of students lose 
their authority once the teacher who represents native authenticity declares 
that their variations are not standard. While these heritage language learn
ers might be seen as doubly marginalized by both 'native' Korean and 
English language authorities, Jo argues that students take from both tradi
tions and create new linguistic forms that cross boundaries between dif-
ferent categories of ethnicity and lang~ag~ . ........ . ·-.' .: .. ·.··.····.·•·· .. .. . . . 

Several studies,exarp.ine the'political':consequences.whenthe stigmati-
L.;atiQJ~{~qf; et~Sc~giqlJp§ -~-J~~a;ge -~q:q,catjo:q;;C.<J.N.t~?Xtscr.esp'l_ts;i . 
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rooted in eth._'Lic and linguistic unity to a new model characterized by 
economic interest and pluralism. Linguistic varieties and language ideolo
gies play important roles in the division of studen ts and in the m arginal
ization of both the 'Quebec students', who are monolingual speakers of 
the legitimized yet stigmatized Quebec French Vernacular, and the 
'Colonized French stud ents', who are monolingual speakers of Standard 
European French. In a high school ESL class in Hawaii, Talmy (2004) exam
ines how Asian and Pacific Islander ESL students manage the stigm atiza
tion of the 'FOB' label (fresh off the boat). He finds that they avoid being 
positioned as FOB by positioning a newcomer classmate as FOB instead. 
While the students have successfully escaped the confines of this deroga
tory label, they have also played a role in the local reproduction of this 
hierarchical system, which continues to stigmatize students based on 
ideas of the exoticized cultural and linguistic Other. 

Another area of research explores how ethnic varieties can be the target 
language for immigrant groups. In the field of second language acquisi
tion, there is an assumption that the target variety is the standard variety. 
Yet deviations from standard forms m ay not be errors of second language 
learners; rather, they may reflect learner choices of target varieties and 
reference groups (Ellis, 1994) . In his ethnography of French-speaking 
Continental African high school students in Ontario, Ibrahim (2003) argues 
that the racial d iscourses that construct these immigrant and refugee youth 
as 'Black' directly influence their identification w ith Black N orthAmericans 
and their adop tion of Black Stylized English . Choosing AAE as a target 
variety happens not only among immigrants racialized as black but also 
among other immigrants of color. Southeast Asian American refugee 
youth, for example, may identify more with their African American peers, 
making AAE a more alluring target language (Bucholtz, 2004; Reyes, 2007). 
As for Latino ESL high school students in New York City, Goldstein (1987) 
finds a correlation between the amount of reported contact with African 
Americans and the presence of AAE grammatical features in their speech . 
These studies reveal how some immigrant groups travel the path of 'seg
mented assimilation' (Partes & Zhou, 1993), which is the acculturation to 
a socially and economically marginalized minority community rather 
than assimilation to the dominant majority. Not unlike African-American 
students practicing 'guerilla w arfare' (Fordham, 1999), second language 
learners may also be uninspired to incorporate themselves into a main
stream culture that has greeted them with hostility. 

Directions for Future Research 

There seem to be endless areas to examine in language and ethnicity 
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directions for building on current education al research: (1) langu age 
crossing in language learning contexts; (2) ethnic target varieties for 
language learners; and (3) media and popular culture in language class
rooms. First, m ore educational research in the productive area of language 
crossing will continue to inform our understanding of the linguistic 
construction of ethnicity and ethnic boundaries, particularly with regard 
to teacher and student identities and classroom practice. As discussed 
above, most of the educational research on language crossin g has so far 
been conducted in mainstream school settings, but there is much to be 
explored in language classrooms, including foreign language education 
(Rampton, 1999). Second, research on ethnic varieties as the target variety 
of language learners continues to be of pressing concern. Given the increas
ing global influence of h ip-hop culture (Alim, 2006), more exploration in 
this area will offer important insights into how immigrants of color turn 
language learning into a symbolic site of p olitical resistance. Finally, 
another growing area of research explores the role of media and popular 
culture in language classrooms. Several studies examine how popular 
cultural references m ay emerge in the language classroom as meaningful 
learning resources to students (Rymes, 2003) or as cultural models for 
inundating immigrants with ideas of national citizenship and consumer 
capitalism (Zuengler, 2003). More studies that explicitly examine the role 
of ethnicity are needed in this promising area of research. In all three areas, 
I would urge researchers to take a multi-sited ethnographic approach, 
which can provide rich accounts of language and ethnicity across various 
edu cational and community contexts. 

Relevance to Teachers and Students 

Throughout this chapter, I have tried to highlight areas that are of par
ticular relevance to langu age educators. I will reiterate a few of these 
points in the closing of this chapter. 

I would like to stress again that ethnicity is not a natural category, but a 
social and political construct. Histories of imbalanced pow er relations 
between groups int1uence the creation of ethnic categories, the formation 
of ethnic group experiences and the construction of ethnic stereotypes 
about language. and behavior. Etlmic groups and boundaries are n ot fixed 
but constantly shifting in response to social and political climates. In fact, 
it can be quite dangerous for educators to .view ethrticity in a static way. 
Not only ~an it lead to local misjudgments about student behavior, but 

of social inequality in education. 
classroomsi this 
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schools; the manipulation of linguistic features can be a strategy to avoid 
discrimination in the classroom; and the use of standard English by ethnic 
minorities can be met with disapproval by classmates. As edu cators, it is 
important not to subject students to preconceived notions about the lan
guages, behaviors and abilities that are stereotypically associated with the 
ethnic groups that students may or may not even identify with. 

I would also like to emphasize that there is no one-to-one correspon
dence between language and ethnicity. Not all members of an ethnic group 
speak an ethnic variety and not all ethnic groups have an etr.nic variety. 
For example, an ethnic variety, such as AAE, Chicano English or Native 
American English, can be used by both members and nonmembers of an 
ethnic group. Asian Americans, who have no ethnic variety but can be 
linked to mainstream American English, a foreign accent and nonstandard 
English, further complicate any natural association between language and 
ethnicity. In presenting a section that covered language use by ethr1ic group 
in this chapter, my goal was not to reify a link between language and eth
nicity but to discuss how linguistic issues can be central to the construction 
of ethnic identities. An important part of this chapter presented the docu
mented systematicity of ethnic varieties, namely AAE. This research reveals 
that nonstandard varieties are not laden with errors, as popular imagina
tion would have it, but are just as grammatical as standard varieties. This 
knowledge is absolutely vital for teachers. When deviations from the stan
dard are enacted by students, they may be quickly greeted with confusion, 
criticism and punishment. Language educators are in powerful positions 
to correct these judgments. Whether a student is simply complying w ith 
his or her own ethnic community norms or strategically deploying aneth
nically defined convention for a particular purpose, language educators 
trained in sociolinguistics are the most prepared to understand the com
plexity of language and ethnicity in these situations. 

Although many educators are already overburdened with meeting the 
goals of the mandated school curriculum, it would benefit both teachers 
and students if discussions of language and ethnicity were incorporated 
into the classroom. Such discussions would help educators learn about the 
local models of language and ethnicity that students draw on in their 
understanding of themselves and others. If students speak a distinct ethnic 
variety, design class activities to uncover the systematicity of the language. 
For example students could become ethnographers through group proj
ects that document the multiple speech styles heard in the school and 
community. Have open class discussions and debates about language atti
tudes, standard English, style shifting and multilingualism. Uncover stu
dent understandings of what ethnicity is, what language is and how the 
tvvo relate. Such activities could become springboards for discussing altere 
native·conceptualizations 
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Suggestions for further reading 
Baugh, J. (2000) Beyond Ebonies: Linguistic Pride and Racial Prejudice. New York: 

Oxford University Press. 
An immensely readable account of the 1996 Oakland Ebonies case, this book also 
focuses on ho~v the debates that surrounded this controversial moment in history 
remain important to current issues in language and education. " 

Curtis, A. and Romney, A. (eds) (2006) Color, Race, and English Language Teaching: 
Shades of lvieaning. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

This book is an edited collection featuring the voices of TESOL professionals of 
color. Authors offer accounts of their professional experiences in light of their 
ethnic and racial backgrounds. 

Fought, C. (2006) Language and Ethnicity. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
This is the first monograph on language and ethnicity. There are several sections 
that focus specifically on educational issues and implications. 

Kubota, R. and Lin, A.M.Y. (eds) (2009) Race, Culture, and Identities in Second 
Language Education: Exploring Critically Engaged Practice. New York: Routledge. 

This edited collection of studies takes a critical perspective on the role of race and 
ethnicity in second language teaching and learning. 
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Chapter 76 

Language Socialization 

PATRICIA A. DUFF 

Introduction 

Language socialization refers to the acquisition of linguistic, pragmatic 
and other cultural knowledge through social experience and is often 
equated with the development of cultural and communicative compe
tence. Research in this area examines these aspects of learning and also 
how individuals become socialized into particular identities, worldviews 
or values, and ideologies as they learn language, whether it is their first 
language or an additional language. Thus, language socialization explores 
how people learn how to take part in the speech events and activities of 
everyday life: jokes, greetings, classroom lessons, story-telling or essay or 
memo writing and also the values underlying those practices. Being able 
to participate in language practices appropriately, according to local 
expectations and conventions, allows humans to function well in society. 

Various definitions of language socialization exist but one that I have 
used draws on work by language socialization pioneers Elinor Ochs, 
Bambi Schieffelin and others: language socialization is 'the lifelong pro
cess by which individuals - typically novices - are inducted into specific 
domains of knowledge, beliefs, affect, roles, identities, and social repre
sentations, which they access and construct through language practices 
and social interaction ... ' (Duff, 1995: 508). One of the domains of knowl
edge is of course language and literacy itself. This 'induction' or socializa
tion1 of novices such as first- and second-language learners normally 
occurs through social interaction between tl1ose with more proficiency, 
expertise or experience in language, literacy and culture (often referred to 
as 'experts' or 'oldtimers'), and those with less proficiency (relative 'nov
ices' or 'newcomers'2): older siblings interacting with younger siblings; 
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